on the power of familial bonds.
In addition to the central figures of Ada, Jeremy and Lupe, Lipsynch introduces a range of characters whose lives intersect with theirs: the neurosurgeon Thomas (Hans Piesbergen) whom Ada eventually marries; Ada's former speech therapist (John Cobb in drag), and her caretaker Sarah (Sarah Kemp), an ex-prostitute traumatized in childhood from having been raped by her brother; Marie (Frédéricke Bédard), a Montreal jazz singer on whom Thomas operates; and Marie's schizophrenic sister Michelle (Lise Castonguay), an elfin woman subject to hallucinations. Two further chapters, one dealing with the funeral of sound technician Sebastian's (Carlos Belda) father and the other following the investigation of Scotland Yard detective Jackson (Cobb) into the death of Sarah's brother, are tangential to Lipsynch's central themes and could be productively eliminated. In contrast to the romanticized fiction of Lupe's life depicted in Jeremy's film, the final act unflinchingly details the sequence of events through which the young Nicaraguan girl was sold into prostitution. A particularly harrowing fragment depicts Lupe's rape by projecting film of a woman's naked breasts and torso onto the body of the clothed Garcia, multiple pairs of male hands invasively grabbing her flesh. While the realization of this action is technologically innovative, the political implications of yet another narrative grounded in the exploitation of brown women's bodies are markedly less so. The mystery of Jeremy's parentage is answered in a way that consolidates all but one of the major plot threads. Lipsynch concludes with a reverse Pietà; first Ada and then Jeremy cradling Lupe's broken body, an image of haunting beauty that mirrors the opening chapter in its emphasis on the love between mother and son.
Although he's directed several films, two of which explicitly extend narrative threads from earlier devised epics, Lepage has announced he has no plans to continue as a filmmaker. Instead he has transferred the aesthetics of cinema to his work as a stage director, with elaborate mechanical sets and digital projections becoming increasingly more central to his work since the early nineties. The visual effects are exquisitely beautiful, as demonstrated in the luminous snowfall of The Blue Dragon and the haunting airplane sequences of Lipsynch. Yet the most transcendent moments in Lepage's productions always arise when technology is put in service to the actor's transformative power rather than usurping it, when God (so to speak) is located not in the machine but in the actor's testimony. While such moments are by no means absent from Ex Machina's current work, I still sometimes long for the magic of that open field of sand, where a man in a pilot's uniform balanced atop a briefcase with his arms outstretched was all that was needed to evoke a plane in flight. 1 is at once a departure and a continuation of his previous work. Unlike what has come before, it is a mediation and homage to both the plays and life of a historical figure-one of the twentieth century's most celebrated American playwrights, Tennessee Williams. It also veers from MacIvor's signature theatricality, sharing more in form and style with Williams' oeuvre than his own. And yet the play continues MacIvor's interest in exploring the subtle but nevertheless profound connections that constitute human relationships inside and outside the theatre. In keeping with both Williams' work and his own, the characters in His Greatness are isolated beings that struggle with illusions and the "primary and related energies of love and death" (Williams 119); however, unlike Williams' plays, the human condition is not tragic because these characters' acts belie hope in redemption. In true MacIvor fashion, this idea is intertwined with a philosophy of the theatre that is present throughout his body of work: that the theatre's felicity is found in how it fosters and enacts empathetic connection between people through performance.
The majority of MacIvor's plays establish their most tangible relationship to "reality" through their acknowledgement of their own theatricality in performance. This is not the case with His Greatness, a play marked by differing invocations of "reality" and "realism." As MacIvor tells us in the play's Foreword, it is partially inspired by the real-life account of a friend who met Tennessee Williams when the playwright was in Vancouver for the premiere of his play The Red Devil Battery Sign, which was staged at the Vancouver Playhouse in 1980.
2 Following Williams in form and style, the play is prototypical realism: it has a two-act structure, takes place in one room in a twenty-four hour period, and, with the exception of its Prologue and the concluding monologue (important framing devices that I will return to), it does not break the fourth wall. His Greatness appeals to Williams not only in form and style, but also in figure. Although the Playwright, the central character in this three-hander, is never called "Williams," he is described as an older gay man and famous American playwright who, like Williams in the story MacIvor was told, is in Vancouver for the premiere of his latest play.
The play's primary concern is the relationship between the Playwright and his Assistant, "The once and former muse" who has with age become "The nursemaid" (MacIvor 7).
Following the Prologue, the action of the play begins with the Assistant entering the Playwright's hotel room to wake him. Groggily, the Playwright asks questions such as, "Where are we?" and "Is it still 1980?" and poetically complains of the "the [horrible] pain in my soul." To this the Assistant replies, "That's not your soul that's your hangover" (MacIvor 5). As the scene progresses it paints a portrait of their relationship, which is characterized by familiarity, domesticity, and love-but a love that harbours pain, disappointment, and nihilism rather than joy, pleasure, or hope.
This unhappy-but-safe life is interrupted by the introduction of a third character-the Young Man-a hustler who has been hired for the evening to escort the Playwright to his premiere. After the performance and opening night party, the three men return to the hotel room with great "drunken bonhomie" (MacIvor 39). The Assistant makes a failed pass at the Young Man, who has come to prefer the Playwright for his charm, his fame, and the glamour and respect he seems to command (in short, his greatness). The Assistant's ego is bruised by the rejection; and after several passive-aggressive attacks on the Playwright, he returns to his own room. The act ends as the Playwright and the Young Man embark upon a night of fantasy, in which the Young Man reads from the Playwright's plays, taking the roles of actor and star in a cocaine-fueled drama. Act two begins the next morning, when the bad reviews are literally in, and the Assistant learns about the drugs and the false promises of stardom that the Playwright has heaped upon the desperate and naive Young Man. These revelations, acted out in a scenario that seemingly has been rehearsed before, cause the Assistant to finally face the dismal sadness of his life. Although there is love between these two, it becomes apparent to the Assistant that this love has transformed into something desperate. After finally confronting and understanding this truth, the Assistant leaves. He is followed shortly, though separately thereafter by the Young Man, leaving the Playwright alone on stage.
A meditation on greatness, the play suggests that greatness is not so great. To feel that one does not have to pursue new varieties or cultivate new hopes on account of achieving perceived greatness is to be the Playwright. Destroying yourself to be in the presence of greatness and to find meaning in supporting a "great man" is the position of the Assistant. To live in the fantasy of greatness, but do nothing to move toward that goal, is the life of the Young Man. In actuality, greatness is a kind of illusion; it has, in the words of the Playwright, "no currency-it only exists in the distance between where we think we are and what we think greatness is. It only really exists in its inaccessibility" (MacIvor 78). Their false, destructive conception and relationship to greatness results in these characters losing themselves, and becoming people who stagnantly live in dreams, rather than in the pursuit of them. The three men have become, as Raymond Williams suggests of Tennessee Williams' characters, "sleepwalkers" (119).
The play positions the concept of greatness in contrast with the dream; another illusion that must be pursued, rather than possessed. Greatness, the play suggests, is for fools who cannot face the realities of their world (and one cannot help but think of the cross-gartered Malvolio in Twelfth Night who is also blinded by "greatness"). Lucky indeed. If "[greatness] only exists in the distance between where we think we are and what we think greatness is," then in leaving the Assistant begins to re-evaluate these questions and his position in relation to them. By leaving, the Assistant embraces the possibility that he might begin again, and that he can leave a broken dream behind in search of something more.
One might interpret His Greatness in the manner that Raymond Williams interprets the oeuvre of the great American playwright:
[Tennessee Williams'] characters are isolated beings who desire and eat and fight alone […] . At their most satisfying they are animals; the rest is a covering of humanity, and is destructive. It is in their consciousness, their ideals, their dreams, their illusions that they lose themselves and become pathetic sleepwalkers. The human condition [in his plays] is tragic because of the entry of mind on the fierce, and in itself tragic, animal struggles of sex and death. (119) I do not see the human condition in His Greatness as tragic because its characters, particularly the Assistant, exhibit a hope for redemption. And in keeping with MacIvor's other plays, this possibility is expressed by casting the theatre as both site and means for communication and empathy, which is achieved by the metatheatrical framing of the play's Prologue and concluding monologue. In the concluding monologue, the Playwright addresses the audience once again. This time, however, he describes the hotel room he is in as a set for the performance that the audience has just witnessed. He finishes this description and the performance with what is, in fact, the opening of the play: "The stage is dark. It begins" (MacIvor 80). The intervening action has been the Playwright's life, which, while it may be all he has to offer, is still an act of truthful communication between artist and audience. Saying "It begins" at the end of the play suggests that the Playwright, like the Assistant and the Young Man, is starting over again by writing this play and offering it to an audience.
By framing the play between these two moments of direct address, His Greatness brings the audience's attention back to the theatrical performance in which they have taken part. In doing so, the play positions theatrical performance as a means of collective possibility through the ways it enacts dialogical communication and, hopefully, empathy. The play offers no guarantees of happiness, but it does suggest possibility, and a small amount of faith. Faith that if we have listened to and empathized with one another in the theatre, than the human condition is not tragic because we are not truly alone. It is in our connection to one another, MacIvor suggests, that hope for redemption exists.
For MacIvor, His Greatness is both a departure and a continuation that is about departure and continuationthough it is optimistically so. It hopes and believes, to quote the title to the Preface of a recent anthology of his plays, that "The End is the Beginning." As its original name suggests, Still Desire You is based on a case of celebrity infatuation that made headlines throughout the eighties and into the nineties. The Saskatchewan farmer Robert Kieling became something of a celebrity himself through his highly publicized love for the famous east coast singer, Anne Murray. Diagnosed with "erotic paranoia," Kieling repeatedly violated court orders to cease his communication with the singer.
1 His love for her-and his insistence on calling her, visiting her home, and inviting her over for Christmas dinners-was undeterred over the years by a number of lengthy stays in prison and psychiatric wards. Set in a courtroom, Ledoux and Young's play dramatizes a most unusual trial;its protagonist must convince the court that he is not a criminal for having delivered a love letter to the woman whom he loves, and whom he believes to love him back.
From its beginnings, a merit of this play has been the playwrights' refusal to let the protagonist (referred to as Franz Colby in the original and David Stuart in the new version) be reduced to an insane maniac or a creepy stalker displayed for our morbid amusement. With the assassination of John Lennon so fresh in public memory at the time, the Kieling case had initially taken on forbidding overtones (a perception that the press did little to mitigate). Yet Ledoux and Young present the accused as a gentle, charismatic, and articulate man who pleads his case in a rational way. "We were drawn to the humanity of the situation," they write in the preface to Love is Strange, "because, like most people, we've loved and been loved, fantasized about the 'perfect mate,' and experienced rejection" (285). The play seeks to move beyond tabloid sensationalism, exploring fundamental human desires, and in doing so, poses important questions about our celebritydriven entertainment economy. On trial in this play are the strategies employed by the music industry to create effects of intense intimacy between singers and their fans in order to sell products. It reminds us, as the playwrights put it, "that we are plugged into the same network of public fantasy which
